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A COLLECTION OF PUNS AND WITTICISMS OF 
JUDGE EICHAED PBTBES. 

[Copied from the manuscript of Samuel Breck.] 

I have heard somewhere that punning is the foundation 
of every kind of wit, because it is of the lowest sort. Be 
that as it may, it certainly amuses as much as any, and as 
we are all of us disposed at times to cry out " Vive la bagatelle" 
I have for occasional diversion, collected such '■^Jeux des mots" 
and " Jeux d'esprit" as have pleased me. . . . many of them 
in my social intercourse with my venerable and excellent 
friend and neighbor Judge Peters, who as a punster was 
unrivalled in this country.^ 

The Judge when in his seventy-sixth year was dining with 
the Society of the Cincinnati, and looking over the list of 
original members perceived that only forty were then alive. 
" Very well, gentlemen," said he, " as this is a mihtary as- 
sociation and I am the oldest survivor, I mean to stick to 
the military etiquette, which places the senior officer in the 
rear of all processions, and by that means I shall see you all 
out, and reach the dismal goal last." 

' Judge Eichard Peters was born in Philadelphia June 22, 1744, and 
died there August 28, 1828. He studied law, came to the bar in 1768, 
and rose to eminence in his profession. Early in the Revolution he 
commanded a company of Associators, and later served as a member of 
the Board of War. In 1782-83 he became a member of Congress ; 1787 
a member of the Assembly of Pennsylvania, and Speaker of that body 
1788-90. On April 11, 1792, he was commissioned judge of the 
United States District Court for Pennsylvania, which he held till his 
death. Judge Peters had a high reputation as a wit and was a general 
favorite in society, and at his country-seat, "Belmont," in the present 
Fairmount Park, he extended a princely hospitality to the eminent men 
of his day. 
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This silhouette was copied from the original by Miss 
Lucy Breck, and Judge Peters used to say on looking at 
the profile : " This Indenture 
Witnesseth." 

The Judge had an uncom- 
mon sharp nose and chin, and 
as he grew old they became 
more prominent and ap- 
proached each other. A 
friend observed to him one 
day that his nose and chin 
were getting so near they 
would quarrel. " Yery likely," 
he rephed, "for hard words 
often pass between them." 

The Judge was at a dinner 
in Philadelphia in company 

with Judge Bushrod "Washington, who presided over the 
United States Circuit Court, in which Judge Peters sat junior 
Judge. The host repeatedly urged Mr. Peters to eat some 
duck, but he constantly reftised. At length being again 
pressed, " Give the duck," said he, " to my brother "Wash- 
ington, for he is the mouth-piece of the court." 

"When Judge Peters was Speaker of the Assembly, one 
of the members in crossing the hall tripped on the carpet 
and fell down. The members burst out into a loud laugh- 
ter, when the Judge with the utmost gravity cried, " Order ! 
order, gentlemen, do you not see that a member is on the 
floor ?" 

At the beginning of the Revolutionary "War, the Judge 
commanded a company of Infantry Assoeiators. "When he 
called on the paymaster to settle his first six months' ac- 
counts, that officer remarked to him that they were very 
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large^ and added : " Pray, captain, how many men do you 
command ?" " IJTot one," replied the Judge. " How," ex- 
claimed the paymaster, " such heavy accounts as these and 
not command one man !" " Ko," rejoined the Judge, " not 
one, but I am commanded by ninety." This was in allusion 
to the usual insubordination of militia companies. 

Peter A. Browne, Esq. who had lately been removed 
from the office of Deputy Attorney General, on some politi- 
cal charge, continued from custom to use the technical 
phrases of a public prosecutor. " Tou see," remarked Mr. 
Browne to the Judge, " the habit sticks to me." " Yes, 
yes," observed the Judge, " you are like the clapper of a 
bell, that keeps wagging after it has done sounding." 

Some time after the Judge laid out the town of Mantua 
[West Philadelphia] , the project languished, when suddenly 
some improvement in the neighborhood revived his hopes, 
upon which one of his acquaintances remarked that he had 
better now complete the laying of it out. " Yes, yes," re- 
plied the Judge, " it is high time indeed to lay it out, for it 
has been dead these two years." 

At the annual dinner of the Agricultural Society in 1813, 
the secretary, in casting up the bill and apportioning it 
among the members, omitted accidentally a member by the 
name of Price. " Never mind, Mr. Secretary," cried the 
Judge, " you see, gentlemen, that we have had an excellent 
dinner without Price." 

One day after church our Rector, the Eev. Mr. Mont- 
gomery, was walking among the large timber collected for 
the steeple. The Judge was in his gig at the farther end 
of the yard, and when about to leave remarked, " Adieu, 
I would shake hands with you, were you not on the other 
side of the Styx [sticks] ." 



Puns and Witticisms of Judge Richard Peters. 369 

While I was in Independence Hall, waiting to be pre- 
sented to Q-en. Lafayette, Col. Forrest [a colonel of artillery 
during the war for independence] came up to him, fell upon 
his neck and wept like a child. The Judge who was always 
at the side of the General remarked that " there were many 
kinds of trees in a Forest, and that this no doubt was the 
Weejnng Willow." 

" "Why don't you buy land in North Carolina ?" said a 
friend of the Judge. " I would prefer buying it in the 
moon," was the reply. "Why?" "Because I should 
sometimes see my purchase." 

The Judge dined with me today (Nov. 10, 1822), and 
in the coruscation of wit which sparkled in his conver- 
sation said, that when he accompanied General Washington 
as District Judge, in the " Whiskey Insurrection," Mr. Ham- 
ilton, the Secretary of the Treasury, and himself undertook 
to pitch a tent. While Hamilton was very awkwardly 
digging the ditch, he (Peters) attempted with a dull axe to 
point some pins. As he was hacking away unconscious ol 
being seen by any one, he heard a laugh behind him, and 
looking round discovered Col. Gurney and some of his 
officers making merry at his bungling eiForts. Col. Gur- 
ney commanded a regiment denominated the " Babes of 
Grace," and on that officer looking at the dull axe, " Why," 
said he, " your tool wants sharpening." " True," replied 
the Judge, " and you have a regiment, every man of which 
would willingly steal [steel] it." 
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